
H. L. Mencken Tells of Dreiser's New Book
the highest swing of Theodore

FROM to his lowest stoop there is
a distance so great that it seems almost
fabulous the distance, to wit, which sep-

arates all Uiat is rarest and soundest in
onr literature from all that is shoddiest
and most trivial. Such a hook as Jennie
Gerhardt is so brilliantly vivid, so pro-
foundly moving, so spacious and dignified,
that one turns from it with a sort of dis--.

may to such a book as The Genius, with
its tedious pedantry, its interminable in-

consequence, its childish and irritating
flatulence. It is as if Joseph Conrad, quit-

ting a Youth or a Heart of Darkness,
should proceed to a sentimental serial for
Ehopgirls and fat women; it is almost aa
if Brahms should rise up out of hell to
write patriotic ballads for vaudeville.

The phenomenon, unluckily, is not un-

matched in our beautiful letters. The lato
Mark Twain, in the intervals of challeng-
ing Swift and Rabelais (and, somewhat
behind the door, Nietzsche), often leaned
down to challenge Artcmus Ward, Charles
H. Hoyt and Quad; it was his own in-

curable weakness, indeed, and not the

AN alluring mystery
of the Far East

of picturesque Mo-
hammedans, a German
spy, an adventure-
some heroine, and a
young American mil-
lionaire who fights a
great fight in

GEORGE GIBBS'
NEW NOVEL

The
Black

Rudyard
Kipling

Joseph
Conrad

Stone

Illustraltd
At all bookstore),

$130

"This isah appleton book
lAApDletonS'Conjpaay'

have by a
strange coinci-
dence sent
Doubleday,
Page & Com-ran- v

manu
scripts of two very im-

portant books, published
on the same day.

Air. Kipling's volume is
his first book of verses for
16 years, and of its great
importance we shall speak
elsewhere its success in
England has led to an
edition of 100,000 copies,
and it is called "The
Years Between."

Mr. Conrad's book is a
very important one, en-till- ed

"The Arrow of
Cold." Each year new
reader are discussing this
great writer. Published by
Doubleday, Page & Co.

r
THE GREAT HUNGER

First Frinting January 15th
Second Printing January 30th

Third Trinting February llth
Fourth Printing March 18th

AT ALL BOOKSHOPS. $1.60 NET

THE SUN, SUNDAY, APRIL 18, 1919.

mere imbecility of press agents, that bred
the astounding doctrine that Irvin Cobb
is his heir and assign. The causes of this
disconcerting 'wabbling, though they aw
instructive, I need not go into here. I
have touched upon them elsewhere, and
shall expose them in detail in a forthcom-
ing work. More important to the present
purpose is one of the effects. It is this:
That one approaches a new book by Drei-

ser as one always approached a new book
by Hark, with a certain uncomfortable
uncertainty with one's asthetic heart in
one's mouth. It may be a new Sister
Carrie or Jennie Gerhardt or Titan or
Uoosier Iloliday, and so praise God!
but on the other hand, it may be a new
Traveler at Forty or Hand of the Potter
or Genius, and so a thousand damns!

VZcU, here is Twelve Men, just off the
press. To which of these categories does
it belong f Let all cognoscenti be of
cheer! Not to the second, surely! But
to the first! Almost I am tempted to say
clearly to the first. The high swing is
undoubtedly there, and though there are
also occasional dips to much lower levels
the general effect is that of Dreiser at
his most penetrating and persuasive. In
more than one way he has done nothing
better since The Titan. It shows, with a
few unimportant breaks, a deliberate re-

turn to bis first manner the manner of
pnre representation, of searching under-
standing, of unfailing gusto anil con-

tagious wonderment. There is no banal
philosophizing. There is no torturing of
flabby theory. There is, above all, no
burden of ethical purpose, no laboring of
a duty to bo performed. Instead there
are simply a dozen sketches of character

rotund, brilliantly colored, absolutely
alive. The thing is done capitally, and, at
its top points, superbly.

Most of these dozen men are real per-
haps all. The author's brother Paul the
famous Paul Dresser, author of On the
Banks of the Wabash and Just Tell Them
Thai You Saw Me appears in his proper
person. Others for example, Muldoon,
the trainer; Harris Merton Lyon and
Dreiser's father-in-la- w are easily recog-
nized. But this actual reality has little
if anything to do with the reality they
show upon the printed page. That reality
is dne altogether to the extraordinary
skill of the man presenting them. WTiat
he produces is not merely an objective
likeness; it is a searching and at tinirr,
almost shameless inner gnuincness. lie
gets into them; he understands and in-

terprets them; he turns them inside out.
And always in a way that somehow seems
casnal always with a guileless and off-

hand air. Xot once is thero any creaking
of literary blocks and tackles. Xot once
is there a formal vivisection. It is ever
a picture he presents, not a diagram.

And what a gaudy and diverting pic-
ture it often is! Consider, for instance,
the chapter devoted to Dresser-Dreise- r,

the song writing, fear squeezing brother
the Indiana Rouget de Lisle and Fran-

cis Scott Key. Intrinsically, he was an
intensely interesting man, huge in body
and yet ready to weep like a flapper, a
fellow of remarkable talents and yet as
devoid of elcmen'tary taste as a green
grocer or a Congressman, a great success
and yet a pathetic failure. But even more
interesting than the man himself was the
world he moved in and the culture he rep-

resented the v?orld and cultaw of the old
Broadway, of vaudeville theatres, of the
spangled demi-mond- e, of facile friend-
ships, maudlin sentiments, gross revels,
shady enterprises, stupid and hoggish
folk. In such scenes he was a man of
mark. He was the peer and intimate of
other men of mark. He drank, drabbed
and whooped 'er up with the best of them.
But all the while he was something far
finer than the others a man of feeling, a
dreamer of grotesque dreams, almost a
poet. It was the contrast that made him
salient and memorable, and it is the deft
and poignant evocation of that contrast
that makes his brother's portrait of him
so brilliant and so excellent.

Muldoon is done almost as welL He re-

mains at the end a sort of mystery, a
man essentially inexplicable, but it is a
mystery mellowed and humanized one
recognizes him and takes joy in him with-

out precisely understanding him. So,
again, with the forlorn, preposterous
evangelist of A Boer of the Word an as-

tonishing creature indeed, a Christian ac-

tually devoted to the practice of Chris-

tianity, but somehow made credible. So,
finally, with Lyon, with the queer Admira-
ble Crichton of the sketch called Peter
and. ith the venerable White, the author's
father-in-la- In eaeh'of these men there

was something fantastic. Each was a
neglected alien in a nation of the undis-
tinguished. It is Dreiser's feat that he
has displayed that oddity vividly without
the slightest touch of caricatur! that he
somehow convinces us of their general
humanncss, and gets into his portrait of
each something of the universal human
tragedy.

In brief, this is a book of extraordinary
qualities novel in plan, sound in struc-
ture, and, barring a few smears of feeble-

ness, highly adroit in execution. As I
have said, it goes back to the manner of
Sister Carrie and Jennie Gerhardt a va-
riety of representation that has room for
the profoundest feeling, but is yet rather
aloof and unimpnssioned. It projects
human existence as the greatest of spec-
tacles, thrilling, harrowing, sometimes
downright appalling, but never hortatory,
never a moral tale. The trouble with
Dreiser in, say, The Genius, was that
this manner had slipped away from him

that moral pressure had forced him, on
the defensive, into a posture not unlike
that of tlie pulpit. The Genius presented
life less as an engrossing and inexplicable
spectacle than as a somewhat mawkish
document against comstockery and tbs
Methodist revelation of God. To that ex-

tent it wabbled and was flabby. To that
extent Dreiser made a mess of it

But in Twelve Men he has his old tools
in hand and is back at tlie trade he knows

Old Dad
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so welL His hacking is still often crude.
He has his old weakness for phrases that
outrage the sensitive ear like successive
fifths. He must wallow, anon, in his
banalities. He must give the English
language a clout or two over the head.
But the work that finally emerges from
his inept striving is work that bears every
mark of a first rate artist, save only that
of style. It is solid and soundly organ-
ized. It has a sort of rough grace. It
conveys its idea massively and certainly.
It i3 a good job.

One wonders what the campus pump
critics will make of it. One wonders still
more how long they will cling to the de-

lusion that the way to get rid of an artist
beyond their comprehension is to invent
the hypothesis that he doesn't exist. The
saddest business of onr literary artists is
to prove, over and over again, that .the
academic Schlegcls and Brandes of the
land arc idiots. Poe did it. Whitman
did it. Mark Twain did it. And now
Dreiser is doing it again.

H. L. Mencken.
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Anyone who likes to read of pretty women and of lore-maki- ng as a fine art,
of the flicker and clip of rapiers, the galloping of horsemen after a fleeing
spy, the rattle of dice in the days when gaming was royally done, when
Frederick the Croat was carefully hiding his greatness, will enjoy the
sparkling escapades of this lovable brother and sister. Just ready. $1.75
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A rattling good story, a vivid, tropical picture full of novelty, and of an un-
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Bonrrn: A Soldier of France
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A portrait of the French private soldier whose grit held back the Bcche
lines until Britain and America could gather their forces. He is painted
with all tho faithfulness which made "Under Fire" famous, and the tender
humor of one who both admires and loves his "poilu." Net, $1.90

Tumblefold
By JOSEPH WHITTAKER, Foreword by Ben Tillctt, M.-P- ..

The New York Sun: "It is a splendid tale of fivo small boys, the cruel hard-
ships and unrpeakable revelations which came to them, and thejlove for one
another which 8Ui.tJ-.inc- and lifted tlicm out of the pit into which circum-
stances had burled them, one that we should not like to have missed."

Net, $1.90
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Vivid haunting pictures far removed in time and scene, yet as much alive to
the reader as if he had only yesterday seen Pompey handle his Roman Bol-
sheviks, or solved for Hannibal the problem of getting his elephant across a
mountain river's current. Net, $1.90
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There is an indescribable atmosphere in this story of an uncommon, beauti-
ful love; it is as if you stood just at tlie edge of civilization, feeling the mys-
tery of the rank, dangerous, fascinating African jungle. Net, $1 .75

By ELEANOR HALLOWELL ABBOTT
A rccy, whimsical little story of quite the prettiest of girls and oddest of
fathers, who bewteen them spring a fa;cinating succession of adver tures,
in a crisp, sparkling way that i in6nilely captivating. Net, $1.50

While Paris Laughed By Leonard merrick
The New York Times describes these "masterpieces of delicious comedy"
as being "compact of gayety and wit and mirth . . . with a rparkle
as gay and as French as champagne." Net, $1.75
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